'I love the quality of playing, I' : Directing adventures in Ballarat" by Durban, Kim
Australasian Drama Studies 57 (October 2010) 
‘I Love the Quality of Playing, I’:
1
 
Directing Adventures in Ballarat  
Kim Durban 
 
y priority, as a teaching director, is finding or creating methods for 
emerging actors to understand heightened text.  Our students are 
comfortable with realistic text, but heightened text poses significant 
challenges for them.  Contemporary speech may be full of colour and jargon, 
but it does not expose speakers to the uses of rhetoric, the flourishes of 
poetry, the balance of alliteration with tempo and so on; even the mechanics 
of speaking clearly and breathing accurately in order to motor vowels and 
consonants to create impact will elude the young – and not so young! – actor.  
Our Acting students may never have studied heightened playtexts before 
taking my course and my job is to take them on a training journey: 
introducing them to the unfamiliar, helping them to work with it, and then 
helping them to perform it to an audience largely made up of friends and 
family.  I want this to be like an adventure, filled with turning points and 
enriching experiences.  The plays of Shakespeare and some of his more 
famous contemporaries offer significant opportunities for the exploration of 
heightened text, but some of these plays may be already known to students 
and, in the case of the more famous plays, are available on DVD or even, in 
excerpts, on YouTube.  In some ways, Shakespeare easily becomes clichéd 
and some students expect to be bored.  I am never bored by these texts, but I 
am always seeking to find a way to open up the vista of the broader repertoire 
which is available to be plundered.  For the last couple of years, I have made 
the conscious decision to move right out of the comfort zone of the canon and 
work with texts that will be completely unfamiliar to students and audience; 
thus I have trained students by means of two productions of plays by the 
little-known playwright Richard Brome.  The advantage of this strategy is 
that the students really take ownership of the plays in a way that they could 
not with texts that had already been worked on by generations of classical 
performers; my students were pioneers and explorers as well as actors-in-
training. 
The training we have built at the Ballarat Arts Academy seeks to ground 
students in acting skills and studio practice from a contemporary perspective, 
which means acknowledging our roots and heritage, investigating how form 
and style work, what naturalism and anti-naturalism might look, sound and 
feel like, and how to perform these varying styles in contemporary spaces.  
Like Richard Hornby, I am suspicious of studio-centric training, and believe 
that it is largely responsible for contemporary actors’ inability to cope with 
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formal playing spaces.
2
  Therefore I attempt to ensure that slow and private 
studio development is balanced with the opportunity to test skills in the 
performative environment.  My third-year students spend considerable time 
on learning how to act for film, and how to perform contemporary theatre 
texts in solo, scene and play formats.  They only have one real chance to 
perform a classical play, in our Classical Performance Studio course. 
Shakespeare is part of the focus for the voice training over the three 
years, but the Performance Studio is designed specifically for the students to 
act in a complete production from the classical repertoire under the guidance 
of a professional director.  The experience is minimally supported by design, 
lighting and costume created by guest artists, introducing actors to myriad 
skills, including: how to audition; how to take direction in a performance 
context; how to work with the aesthetics of the design as a contribution to 
building a character; how to enter, exit, move and act in a three-dimensional 
setting; how to find a light, adapt to a costume fitting and work under 
technical rehearsal conditions.  Meanwhile the bulk of the work centres on 
learning to be effective in rehearsal, and the experience must have a dual 
focus: to expose the actor to complex challenges in text and acting while also 
crafting and executing a public performance.  Part of the learning involves 
how to play to the crowd and what adjustment to make in the acting work due 
to feedback from the live experience. 
In 2007, I chose to mount the first Australian production of The City Wit 
by Richard Brome with my third-year Acting students, a play only produced 
once since the seventeenth century – although interestingly that once was a 
Royal Academy of Dramatic Art training production.
3
  The City Wit is a city 
comedy focused on greed, materialism and sex in the city:  the characters’ 
preoccupation with the acquisition of wealth seemed to have plenty to say to 
Ballarat, a regional town which made its wealth in the gold rush of the 1850s.  
Brome’s sharply drawn characters/caricatures offered much for the students 
to work on and the fact that the play provides meaty roles for a large cast 
suited the aims of my Classical Theatre course where all students need to be 
challenged and have their skills and repertoire extended.  The heightened 
acting style needed for Brome helps an Acting student to gain confidence in 
tackling better-known and more often-performed early modern plays, such as 
the plays of Shakespeare; but because we were all working in new territory 
with The City Wit, there was no risk of being ‘wrong’; no one could ever say 
that they had seen the role performed better by a Royal Shakespeare 
Company actor. 
As a director working with a graduating company of emerging actors, 
comprising a cast of ten women and five men, I had to cross-cast.  There are 
important debates to be had about cross-casting when working in professional 
theatre but the reality of the training course was that every actor had to have a 
role, and so, with this structural need, cross-casting had to be made into an 
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asset.  I also looked for a world that my cast of early twenty-year-olds could 
relate to, and I thought of rock music – a world always characterised by an 
obsession with money, current status, rising and dwindling fortunes and 
popularity.  Glam-rock, with its unisex fashions, became the world of our 
production.  This could speak to the students, and their audience, while we 
journeyed into the unknown with our uncanonical classical play.  We did not 
set out to emulate The Bell Shakespeare Company’s tendency to broaden and 
localise the sound and meaning of the text.
4
  Bell’s work has been seen by 
young people all over Australia.  Consequently, his approach has been 
universally endorsed by secondary school students who have nothing to 
compare it with.  The translation of the classics into a recognisable modern 
idiom is becoming the norm, in a world where Jane Austen’s Emma converts 
to the movie Clueless.  Thus the notion of ‘the origin’ is changing, so that the 
original source becomes simply raw material for a new creation.  What is 
being lost in this is the capacity to try to accept the original sources on their 
own terms. 
Rehearsal methods 
Sixty per cent of our students are the first person in their family to go to a 
university.  Often the repertoire that I programme becomes the only theatre 
that they see for three years, so I try to focus on providing a range for our 
actors and community.  Like many audiences, ours are highly alert and mixed 
socially, but they are mostly starved of a rich diet of theatre.  My first 
production in Ballarat, in 2001, was Richard III, set in the world of real 
estate, with war on the golf links serenaded by magpie song.  My approach 
was to get rid of the trappings of the classics that I perceive create a barrier to 
acceptance, whether this is the historical and fusty old costumes or the 
traditional box set.  I can never be bothered with this – to my mind – boring 
approach to Shakespeare, because the plays are so fast; and this is why I 
would celebrate Simon Phillips’ recent production of Richard III, designed 
by Shaun Gurton, in which Phillips animated the (box!) set by having 
Richard chase people through the revolve, making the setting itself work like 
a character.
5
  In my first Ballarat production, I changed all the London place 
names to Ballarat names; for example ‘Buninyong’ replaced ‘Chertsey’.  I 
found in rehearsal that the actors really latched onto this and they quickly 
became enthusiastic collaborators through working out what part of our local 
setting would be equivalent to Shakespeare’s design.  Of course, to do that 
they had to research Shakespeare’s London and understand what significance 
each location might serve for the characters.  This kind of task is typical of 
the ways in which I try to engage my casts in building a collaborative 
understanding of the interpretation.  I also ask them to translate each line into 
‘Australian’ so that no one is saying a line that they do not understand.  Most 
of my approach is based on the text, and understanding it, by focusing on the 
actions of the characters and identifying this with transitive verbs.  But this is 
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not just homework and we try to enact the actions in the rehearsal space and 
in the performance. 
Games can be also be effective for sorting out parameters.  The students 
might play a game like Advance and Retreat in the space, where you 
physically advance as you speak your line if you are achieving your objective 
or you retreat if you are failing.  This not only creates a clear understanding 
of the narrative trajectory in the actor’s body but can also create great 
blocking.  Or I might ask characters to knock on the floor when frightened as 
the scene progresses.  I am convinced that having a mental understanding of 
something does not work as well for an actor as having a physical experience 
of something understood.  I also use these kinds of exercises in the 
professional setting, and remember a brilliant rehearsal of my 1995 Playbox 
production of Nick Enright’s Good Works where the actors had to hide in the 
set if they did not trust what was happening.  That rehearsal was a 
performance in itself, and a revelation to us all.  A professional actor with 
more experience can then weave the nuances of such an experience into their 
autonomous work, but a training actor may need more assistance to plot the 
responses of the character. 
In 2002, I followed Richard III with All’s Well That Ends Well, set in the 
offices of a fashion magazine.  I think this brilliant play is undervalued, and 
in its vanity, self-doubt and treatment of war it strikes a very sound note for 
our times: for the young, it is an Emo play.  I cast two women as Helena, who 
were onstage together: one played the lighter or hopeful side, the other the 
darker or doubting side.  They collaborated with me on deciding how the 
lines should be divided between them, and which lines needed to be in 
unison.  The Countess was an editor and her Clown was a personal assistant 
who tried out personas as well as the fashions.  This allowed her to appear in 
a surprising range of identities, including as a maid, a tennis champion for a 
sparring match with Parolles, and in a full bridal outfit when talking to 
Helena – an outfit which she progressively trashed as it got in her way.  The 
production was supported by video footage that the students made of the 
male characters at war, showing the bungled raid for the drum which is only 
referred to offstage in the play.  The audience was seated in a catwalk 
arrangement, which created a traverse stage, and the curtain call was a model 
show with an acid jazz soundtrack.  Far from being gimmicky, these aesthetic 
decisions anchored the actors in a specific universe and allowed them to act 
with more authority. 
One positive aspect of the training in my productions of early modern 
plays is that we have access to a thrust stage, which is well suited to the kind 
of close connection to audience that Brome and most early modern 
playwrights wrote for: the ‘round’ that is mentioned in the Prologue of The 
City Wit, with an audience on three sides: 
Some in this round may have both seen’t and heard,  
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Ere I, that bear its title, wore a beard. 
This has the great advantage of taking students away from end-on acting, 
which is what they are used to from television and film, and training them in 
possible approaches to asides and soliloquies.  Actors are often quite startled 
to be looking directly at their audience.  To get over this, in rehearsal I ask 
for an audience of actors to stand in for the public and encourage the chosen 
actor to play the speech one line at a time.  Imagine the difficulty for a female 
actor playing the character of Sarpego – a male pedant character in Brome – 
to play the following: 
I have adventured, though with trembling feet, 
Unto this mansion to exonerate, 
At least extenuate, my suspirations 
For my dear loss.  The lady of this place, 
Who had an equal venture and hath suffered 
In the same fate with me, may ease my sorrow. 
Solamen miseris socios habuisse doloris. 
I of my wrongs and she of hers shall clamour. 
But ecce noster ubi esset Amor?
6
 
In my exercise, the audience is to shout ‘Yes!’ if they understand the line as it 
is played, which means that the actor may go on to the next thought.  If there 
is silence, the actor must try the line again.  In desperate circumstances, I 
have even asked the mock audience to throw coins for approval.  This 
brutality brings the experience into the present and forces the actor to find a 
way to really connect with the thoughts.  It surprises us all, if the actor is 
failing, to witness how many nuances she can bring to a thought before she 
succeeds.  Ironically the simplest is often the best, but rarely the actor’s first 
choice.  And when it comes to the Latin, we will get it roughly if she does – 
the actor concerned took external coaching for the Latin. 
Other people’s ideas about approaches to the worlds of the classics can 
be useful, such as Malcolm Morrison’s suggestions in Classical Acting.
7
  In 
this, he breaks down period behaviour and identifies the correct uses of 
historical props such as gloves or cigars, and we had an amusing time trying 
to follow his written instructions for bowing and curtseying, the use of fans 
and promenading.  In The City Wit, we then built our own glam-rock versions 
of these behaviours and added mobile phones as if they were ‘period’.  
Looking at clothing from the real period may also be instructive, but I have 
discovered that young actors can sometimes find the images off-putting 
because they do not understand the ‘weirdness’ of the past and sometimes 
need coaxing.  I adore Elizabethan portraits but have discovered that I can 
only use these as a support to rehearsal if I spend time on decoding why they 
are painted in the manner they are, what the clothing means, sumptuary laws 
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and many other small facts of perception, such as how a dead wife and a 
living wife can appear in the same portrait … 
Action and contact 
In 1989, I was fortunate to spend six weeks training with director Mike 
Alfreds, who was brought to Victoria as a ‘Bicentennial gift to the nation’.  I 
always think of this experience as my finishing school because, although I 
received excellent training as a director at the VCA,
8
 there were aspects 
missing from my work, and it mystified me as to how I could enable my 
actors to improve.  Mike talked a great deal about two acting concepts that 
helped to shape my thinking and formed much of my approach since that 
time.  He wanted contact between the actors: real contact, people who look at 
one another onstage and are affected by one another anew each night.  One 
day he said to two actors, ‘Get out of your heads and into the space’.  I 
realised what had been missing for me and this idea has really stayed with 
me.  It is no good if the actors are fizzing away alone like bottles of soft 
drink.  They become interesting but are not engaged in action and thus can be 
ineffective in changing the expressive incident moment by moment.  Further, 
they are not as exciting together as alone.  Mike also spent weeks looking at 
the actions with which the characters are affecting one another.  His exercise 
requires actors to play the lines by identifying the ‘doing’ word in present 
tense, paraphrasing the text in public, on their feet, walking through the 
setting.  This is hard but forces the actor to make moment by moment 
decisions.  The action in the play is always the same – Hamlet will always 
identify something like, ‘I hear a noise.  I exclaim.  I stab the curtain and 
contact a body.’  But each actor will do this in their own words and in their 
own way.  What is important is that this is an early method in rehearsal, and 
it makes a blueprint, since in this philosophy of play-building, the ‘what’ 
never changes but the ‘how’ and even the ‘why’ might change for the actors 
from night to night.  It really works.  Thus I use many of Mike Alfreds’ 
methods, no matter where I work. 
In rehearsal for The City Wit, I used one of the exercises many times.
9
  In 
the original exercise, actors are required to work alone silently for thirty 
minutes focusing on an instruction and enacting their responses.  In the 
training environment, I have reduced this to ten minutes but find that it still 
helps actors to focus on one aspect at a time, whether this is about ‘walking 
in character’ or ‘yearning for the future to arrive’.  The instructions for The 
City Wit ranged from ‘be a person of your own age in 1626’ to ‘work in 
character and spend ten minutes admiring and appreciating yourself’.  One of 
the hardest was, ‘If you are a man, be a woman; if you are a woman, be a 
man’, but of course the difficulty produced a flurry of responses and made 
the idea real.  There is then an abundance of raw acting ‘data’ to work from.  
Because there is minimal intervention from the director, who cannot speak 
for ten minutes, actors cannot be wrong and so this often creates confidence.  
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On the right day with the right instruction, there can also be a breakthrough 
of interpretation. 
The Antipodes 
In April 2008, I mounted a second play by Brome, in order to capitalise on 
my experience, and to continue to broaden the students’ knowledge of 
theatrical repertoire beyond both naturalism and Shakespeare.  It is also fair 
to say that my new students were eager to enter the Brome universe, having 
witnessed the work of the year before on The City Wit.  I have found that this 
pattern of precedent and antecedent really affects the expectations of young 
actors since, in a regional setting, the plays we choose may largely be the 
only plays that they see during their training, due to the tyranny of distance, 
student poverty and petrol prices.  It is hard to believe, but it is nevertheless 
true, that in my practice now I see career-motivated actors at audition who 
have never seen a play.  For the purposes of training, therefore, my team and 
I continually debate whether it is more important to introduce a mini-canon 
based on the fact that seeing performance is essential, or to quickly teach the 
materials of theatre and to investigate new works so that the actors can be 
grounded in their contemporary practice.  This is a perennial dilemma in the 
making of the actor, and one which we answer at the Arts Academy by 
generally choosing difficult stylistic material.  Choosing a text to perform is 
primarily guided by the needs of the cast at hand rather than the driving 
career vision of the director. 
It seemed particularly appropriate, given its location in the antipodes to 
Caroline London, that I would stage Brome’s later play The Antipodes in 
Australia and thus bring another play by Brome closer to our world.  My 
training objectives were to find a process to assist actors in coping with large 
amounts of direct address, to conquer Brome’s use of meta-theatrical devices 
– especially a spectacular play-within-a-play – and for actors to become 
accustomed to a deeply anti-illusionistic dramaturgy.  First, the characters 
frequently talk to the audience and the actor’s challenge here is to be able to 
turn quickly from the inward contact within dialogue to the outward contact 
needed to address the audience, and sometimes then to resume conversation.  
I invented exercises about getting on and off the stage, largely without 
dialogue, to help the actors to train to enter onstage with energy, to arrive, 
wait, shift focus to the auditorium, shift back and then exit.  Once again this 
is a body–mind skill that needs to be practised, and understanding cannot just 
come from instruction.  During performances of The Antipodes, the actors 
reported that this aspect was exhausting and one leading actor stated that she 
needed to divide her energy into parcels, and to rest between these, to get 
through the performance. 
Second, Brome uses a subplot in the play which shows the family of one 
of the characters, Peregrine, watching him performing in a play.  This play-
within-a-play concept is hard to handle in any traditional stage setting, 
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forcing the creation of a place-within-the-stage that allows the audience to 
watch two strands of story and action simultaneously.  Fortunately my 
production was produced in a site-specific setting which allowed me to 
experiment with this dual attention span and to find a suitable alcove where 
the meta-actors could see and be seen.  
The Antipodes, dir. Kim Durban.  Ballarat Mining Exchange,  
April 2008, showing one of the alcoves.  Photo: Bronwyn Pringle. 
Finally, the anti-illusionist dramaturgy of the play is very familiar to me from 
my own study and direction of early modern texts but unfamiliar to my cast, 
who had to learn that a line like ‘Welcome ashore, sir, in th’ Antipodes’ 
might be the only visual or locational information in the text and that such a 
small line should indicate responses to imagined weather, terrain, sky and 
animals and the next page of text.
10
 
The actors found the play extremely odd at the first reading, and took a 
while to be able to distinguish the three universes of our interpretation: the 
Caroline world of the original play, that it was necessary to understand so 
that we could engage with the concepts; Australia in 1789, which is where I 
set the journey to the underworld of the antipodes; and England in the late 
1950s, which is when I set the framing play.  I have seen that it is important 
for actors-in-training to undertake direct historical research, as a part of their 
decoding of the language.  This goes way beyond footnotes.  In this cast of 
twenty-seven actors, twenty of them had never studied any history.  
Consequently, the research that they did on daily life before they were born 
had a profound impact on the acting style that they would eventually use – 
especially in an exercise to ‘play a servant’ when I discovered that they had 
no idea about concepts such as hereditary wealth, property or manual labour.  
Once again the cast translated the text into ‘Australian’, played the actions, 
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then explored the text in the space using status games and ten-minute 
exercises in order to explore our three different universes. 
I have had considerable success before with this kind of mixed historical 
concept, the most outstanding being an Arts Academy training production of 
Kiss Me, Kate, which we toured to Melbourne’s historic Princess Theatre in 
2006.  The framing story was set, as is traditional, in the 1940s, but the play-
within-a-play was located in the 1920s.  This not only allowed me to explore 
the lines of Art Deco design and Expressionist paintings as sources for the 
actors’ physical work, but also justified a great deal of cultural research and 
allowed me to push the company into a broad and bravura style of acting 
which matched the scale of the music.  I use art as a source for many of my 
directorial ideas, but in a collaborative training environment this has more 
power if the company can share the sources of my thinking and try to make 
that real together.  That this immersion approach works as a training model is 
borne out by the fact that the Fred and Lilli in that production have recently 
been cast professionally – as the lead in the upcoming national season of 
West Side Story and in the Victorian revival of The Boy from Oz, 
respectively. 
For The Antipodes, I spent some time trying to establish the right playing 
style, and the most important experiment was a ten-minute exploration of the 
conventions of pantomime.  I recognised, as I watched, that pantomime 
works for Brome.  The playfulness and the constant level of surprise and 
response in pantomime characters produces the exaggerated gestures, the 
facial quirks and tics and the quick physicality that brought the play to life, 
especially for the journey to the antipodes.  This is where we meet the 
archetypal characters that young actors trained in a naturalistic tradition find 
so hard to embrace.  An example is the inverted and upside-down 
conventions of a scene between the young woman and the gentleman, in 
which she first boldly flirts with him and then beats him so hard that he has to 
call out for protection: 
MAID: It is a dainty creature, and my blood Rebels against the 
spirit: I must speak to him. 
SERVINGMAN: Sir, here’s a Gentlewoman makes towards you. 
GENTLEMAN: Me?  She’s deceived.  I am not for her mowing. 
MAID: Fair sir, may you vouchsafe my company? 
GENTLEMAN: No truly, I am none of those you look for.  
 The way is broad enough. [She seizes his arm] Unhand me, 
pray you. 
MAID: Pray, sir, be kinder to a lass that loves you. 
GENTLEMAN: Some such there are, but I am none of those. 
MAID: Come, this is but a copy of your countenance.   
 I ha’ known you better than you think I do. 
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GENTLEMAN: What ha’ you known me for?  
MAID: I knew you once.  For half a piece, I take it. 
GENTLEMAN: You are deceived   
 The whole breadth of your nose.  I scorn it. 
MAID: Come be not coy, but send away your servant, 
 And let me gi’ you a pint of wine. 
GENTLEMAN: Pray keep  
 Your courtesy, I can bestow the wine 
 Upon myself, if I were so disposed 
 To drink in taverns.  Fah! 
MAID: Let me bestow’t  
 Upon you at your lodging then; and there 
 Be civilly merry. 
GENTLEMAN: Which if you do, 
 My wife shall thank you for it; but your better 
 Course is to seek one fitter for your turn; 
 You’ll lose your aim in me, and I befriend you 
 To tell you so. 
MAID: Gip gaffer shotten.  Fagh! 
 Take that for your coy counsel.  [Kicks Gentleman.] 
GENTLEMAN: Help! Oh, help!
11
 
Actors now cannot watch the work of the original acting company, and are no 
longer taught their approach through an apprentice system of demonstration 
from master actor to apprentice.  The director is therefore responsible for 
establishing the conventions of the performance and these conventions may 
be physical, rhythmic, emblematic, symbolic or emotional, but they are an 
invention.  My directorial invention, or perhaps intervention, was to play this 
scene as a pantomime and to ask the actors to extend their reactions and 
increase the bite of their delivery.  Comedy duly arrived. 
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The Antipodes, dir. Kim Durban.  Ballarat Mining Exchange, April 2008.   
Photo: Bronwyn Pringle. 
The characters of Brome’s plays – or at least the two that I am familiar 
with – tend towards caricature despite the depth of their vocabulary.  This 
means that they create a particular challenge; they work at face value as 
archetypes, blended with a complexity of expression that makes them 
eloquent, poetic, vain and idiosyncratic.  One process useful for sifting the 
details of character is Alfreds’ method of writing out four lists: 1) facts about 
my character; 2) what I say about myself; 3) what others say about me and 4) 
what I say about others.  Many directors ask actors to do this kind of work, 
but most leave it in the actor’s study.  Alfreds goes further and gets his actors 
to read out their lists to the company, then has the whole company explore 
the conclusions drawn and the physical suppositions for each character.  I 
recently used this method for the preparation of a professional production of 
Farragut North for Red Stitch Actors Theatre.  I was very pleased when its 
American writer, Beau Willimon, saw the production and praised its depth of 
characterisation.  Robert Benedetti’s theories on physical centres are also 
very useful as a starting point for physicality.
12
  As can be seen, I blend my 
training methods from a number of sources.  Importantly, because I am a 
director and not an Acting teacher, I leave the emotional and psychological 
development of performance to the actor.  I rarely block until I am in 
production week and I never rehearse from emotions. 
I believe that the plays of Richard Brome are exciting vehicles for actor 
training.  I have learnt that such plays resist the most modern of rehearsal 
methods, being written largely without psychology.  This requires the 
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director to use physical methods to animate the text, such as applying animal 
studies.  An example of this is that the actor playing Diana, a young wife 
character in The Antipodes, decided that her character animal was a doe.  
Sometimes I do an ‘animal run’ of scenes.  This choice of a doe provoked her 
to be a little bit unsteady in her high-heels, giving her work a rather Monroe-
esque vulnerability that supported the story.  I have also used the theories of 
Rudolf Laban for many years in rehearsal.  I do not go into as much depth as 
those familiar with the methods of Drama Centre Acting teacher Yat 
Malmgren might anticipate, but I find that the theory of the Eight Effort 
Actions – based on weight, time and space – is very applicable to physical 
character development.
13
  Finally, modern performers have been trained to 
dwell on the inner life; yet Brome’s texts are best performed without this 
influence, through a connection with the physical and the words as the source 
of acting ideas.  Thus, as training tools, such plays provide a wonderful 
challenge to work actively with early modern text and to find an exaggerated 
physical, energised level of performance that can move beyond the simplicity 
of studio work.  At the same time, they demand practice in skills of 
breathing, sounding, consonants, phrasing, melody, assonance and rhyme, 
thus building the skills from voice classes into a project.  The dramatic 
structure also insists that actors connect on stage, and acknowledge the 
audience.  The confidence this can create is invaluable. 
School education is always evolving.  When my mother was at school, 
she learnt about the British Empire and her maps were full of conquered 
lands coloured in pink.  In my youth, it was about free expression and the 
open classroom.  These days, technology has created instant connection and 
multi-tasking.  But of course what happens is that skill bases are also being 
lost.  The oratory and classical grounding that Shakespeare received as a 
child is not available at school today.  So many of my colleagues in sister 
institutions complain about the way in which school no longer prepares 
people for higher education, and how most of their time is spent in remedial 
work on basic skills.  One solution for the preparation of emerging actors 
could be to customise a foundation year, with an intense focus on the written 
word, as well as how to read a playscript and how to use historical and 
aesthetic research.  This grounding might free the director to do the work that 
needs to be done on engaging and utilising the imagination of the actor in 
rehearsal.  Another philosophy might be to engage mature actors in a master–
apprentice style of training; the really old methods of physical training 
through imitation are rarely available today.
14
 
Another adventure that we embarked on at Ballarat was when, in 2009, I 
handed over the reins of this course to a guest director from the UK, Brian 
Woolland.  He chose to mount The Devil Is an Ass by Ben Jonson and, apart 
from introducing a new generation to Jonson’s brilliant hyper-theatrics, he 
pushed the production processes further by rehearsing two productions of the 
play: one cast according to gender and the other with a gender-reverse cast.  
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The two equally spirited and ludicrous versions were played in tandem and so 
the actors and their colleagues were able to compare interpretations within a 
single season.  This experience raised the bar for the students.  Whether 
acting or watching, they had to take the play and its concerns at face value, 
having never seen, and in some cases never heard of the play, and really 
engage with the clotted language, the meaning of the characters and the story.  
When characters are not famous, it seems that the actor’s imagination can be 
unleashed and genuine ownership of the acting work can occur.  As I hope 
my examples have shown, I believe this to be essential. 
It was genuinely exciting for me as well as my students to venture into 
the dramatic world of Richard Brome.  His characters are larger than life, and 
his scatological commentary on the actions of the pompous, the jealous and 
the powerful are balanced by a genuine feeling for family and relationship.  
The scale of energy that his plays demand is a fabulous challenge.  We are 
not drowning in precedent, so we cannot be bored.  Performers speak, rant, 
rage around and then race off in a Brome play, all the while engaging with 
immense ideas and the muscularity of heightened language.  Because the 
Brome plays that I directed are not about kings and queens, they are easy to 
translate to a modern setting and do not hinge upon arcane notions of honour 
and propriety.  The actors were genuinely intrigued by his characters, finding 
them tangible and provocative.  And now that all the plays can be found 
online, future companies will find it much easier to resource and foreground 
these wonderful comic works.  Brome is indeed a worthy successor to 
Shakespeare et al. for our training stages. 
 
*   *   * 
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